Cancer chemoprevention. A review of ongoing clinical studies.
The mass of experimental data on various possibilities of inhibiting the carcinogenic process is growing rapidly. However, the biological complexity of carcinogenesis and the intrinsic limitations of the animal models make it often very difficult to identify the real potentially effective agents among the hundreds currently being proposed. In fact, more than 600 potentially chemopreventive agents have been identified and approximately 30 of them are presently being tested in humans. The great heterogeneity of these compounds (they belong to over 20 different classes of chemicals) might be a positive feature as it indicates that a variety of approaches is possible and that the options for selecting effective compounds will be numerous. In recent years, what could be called 'clinical chemoprevention' (that is controlled studies to evaluate in human subjects the efficacy of potentially chemopreventive agents) has developed considerably: according to American estimates 4 chemopreventive agents were tested clinically in 1981, 10 in 1985 and 18 in 1988. The number of reported preclinical investigations was 10 in 1985 and 75 in 1988. This rapid expansion has obviously led to some confusion in terminology and in the evaluation of primary results; at present there is still a need for further investigations to better define clinical chemoprevention and to differentiate it from chemotherapy.